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captain Gurley was commanding officer of Ottumwa [Iowa] Naval
Air Station in 1942 when Richard Nixon was stationed there.
The interview begins with the Captain's recollections of his
early life, his service in Naval Aviation in World War I and
during the twenties. The discussion then turned to his recol
lections of the Nixons:

* * * *
ARENA:

While we're on wives, before I forget I want to ask
you to repeat that story about Mrs. [Patricia Ryan]
Nixon and her getting the job in Ottumwa, Iowa.

GURLEY:

Oh, yes.

ARENA:

Would you mind putting that on the record?

GURLEY:

Yeah. I'll start there where [Richard Milhous Nixon]
Dick reported from Newport News [Virginia], the
Officer Candidate School.

ARENA:

This would be what city and state?

GURLEY:

Newport, Rhode Island.

ARENA:

That wasn't the Quonset business, by any chance?
Somehow I thought he was stationed at Quonset, Rhode
Island. That might have been a different period.
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GURLEY:

Well, I think he was there

ARENA:

I know I have a picture of him and his buddies at
Quonset.

GURLEY:

Well, anyhow, he had orders from the commanding
officer at Officer Candidate School to report to
Ottumwa, Iowa.

ARENA:

Do you remember about when that was?

GURLEY:

Well, let's see, now. It was around August of 1942,
'cause I went to Ottumwa in July of '42 and built
this air station, and then when it was built I was
the commanding officer, commanding officer of the air station.
We had to get a lot of officers to run this station, and finally
ended up, I had over 250 officers and about 2,000 enlisted men
and cadets. I forget how many planes I had, but it was a big
station.
ARENA:

Plus some civilian help too, maybe?

GURLEY:

Yeah, we had civilian help. But anyhow, there were
over three thousand people on this station I was
commanding. And Dick came to the station, and my
executive officer, a fellow named Jimmy James, Lieutenant
Jimmy James, came into the office and he said, "There's a young
junior grade lieutenant out here from OCS [Officer Candidate
School] that's reporting in. Do you want to talk to him?" I
said, "Sure, I want to talk to any officer that comes in." Dick
came on in, and I asked him what his experience was. He said
he was a lawyer.
"Well," I said, "1 ' m sorry, but I have a legal
officer, but if you would like it, I could make you the head of
my whole administrative office." We had about thirty or forty
girls in there, Waves and typists and file clerks, and every
thing like that. I said, "I need somebody to run this office."
I said, "1 ' 11 make you my administrative assistant." Well, he
said he'd like that very much. So that's the job he got.
ARENA:

By the way, do you recall anything else?
alitYi how did he strike you?

His person

GURLEY:

He struck me as a fine, up-standing young man. I
could tell as soon as I spoke to him that he was well
bred and well-educated, and would make a fine officer.

ARENA:

Did the fact that both of you had your roots in Cali
fornia corne up during the time •

GURLEY:

No, he never knew where I was fromi I didn't know
where he was from.

ARENA:

If this isn't TOO personal, did it corne up that he
was a Quaker and here he is in a combatant outfit?
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Did that come up in any way?

Did you see his records, or • •

GURLEY:

No, I didn't know he was a Quaker till, oh, I guess
when he was in politics, a representative or a sena
tor, that I read that he was a Quaker. But I just
knew that he was a fine young man, and ambitious, and I liked
him. So, that's the reason I made him administrative assistant.
He'd be near me, I could talk to him and ask him about this and
that. He was very efficient.
ARENA:

Could I ask you, while we're on that point, about his
relations with you, in the sense of you and his
superiors, how did he get along with them? How did
he get along with those on his same rank level, and how did he
get along with those underneath him, those whom he commanded?
GURLEY:

Oh, he got along fine with them. He just seemed to
have a knack to get along with most anybody, whether
they were senior to him or junior to him. He was
very polite and very gracious. Everybody liked him; I mean,
even the enlisted men or Waves liked him. And the officers
that were the same rank as he, junior grade lieutenants, or
maybe senior lieutenants, they thought he was a fine officer.
There was no friction at all between Dick Nixon and ANY of the
personnel on the station.
ARENA:

v

By the way, I did happen to see some copies, and maybe
you still have them yourself, of the base newspaper,
which changed its name from time to time, but on one
occasion I recall that he played handball, and then I noticed
that you had a football team there. He used to play football
on the college level although he sat on the bench. I just won
dered if any of that ever came up between you and him, dis
cussing sports, either his interest in handball or his interest
in football?

GURLEY:

Well, I know that he was interested in handball, but
I didn't know how much interest he had in football,
because when the working day was over I went home and
he went home, and the football team. • • • We had a football
team.

ARENA:

By the way, I noticed that the football team played
against some--or maybe just the one--prison there.
Do you know anything about that situation?

GURLEY:

No.

ARENA:

They were all home games at the prison.

GURLEY:

No, that must have been after I left there.
only there a little over a year.

No, that must •
[Laughter]
I was
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ARENA:

You were there all the time he was there, or had he
remained after you left? Had he gone while you were
still there?

GURLEY:

Yeah, he had gone while I was still there. About
two weeks before I left, he left. He went out on the
South Pacific.

ARENA:

Do you remember what month that would have been?
came, I think you said, in August of '42.

He

GURLEY:

He came in August or September, and I was transferred
out of there in July of '43. I went there in July
of '42, and I was transferred to Bunker Hill Naval
Air Station in Bunker Hill, Indiana, as commanding officer in
'43, so it was probably sometime in June of '43 that he went
out to the South Pacific. I remember he left before I did.
ARENA:

By the way, on the social side, I realize you say that
you went your way and he went his way, but did you
ever see him play the piano in the officers' quarters,
or anything like that?

GURLEY:

Oh, yeah.

ARENA:

Anything come to mind there?

GURLEY:

Yeah. Jimmy James, my executive officer, was a real
go-getter. He met some doctor in ottumwa who had a
lovely home, and it was just the ideal home for the
officers' club. So darned if Jimmy James didn't find another
home for him; through friends' and my help, we got the doctor
moved out of his home, he and his wife, and he let us have his
house for an officers' club. And it was an ideal officers'
club, big space for dancing, and the galley and the game room.
ARENA:

Galley, is that the kitchen?

GURLEY:

Yeah, galley is the kitchen.

ARENA:

More Navy talk here. I'm an Army man, myself, but
I can catch things like the head or the galley.

GURLEY:

Well, this was an ideal place for an officers' club,
and we decorated it all up. The wives of a lot of the
officers helped. We used to have big dinners down
there and cocktail parties, and that's how we would entertain
our civilian friends, like [Max] von Schrader. Well, then,
there were the [T. Henry] Fosters. He was the president . . •

BEGIN SIDE I TAPE II
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ARENA:

Captain Gurley and I were discussing the setting
up of the officers' club in Ottumwa, Iowa, where
the President at that time joined in some of the
festivities.

GURLEY:

Yeah, that's right. He and Pat [Patricia Ryan Nixon]
used to corne to practically all of our dances, dinners
and stuff, because people liked him. Pat, too. They
liked both of them real well. And then Dick, after we'd had a
dinner and an aperitif, or something like that, he'd sit down
at the piano and start playing the piano.

ARENA:

Would he sing, as well?

GURLEY:

Well, no, he didn't sing so much. He played and all
the rest of us sang. we might have imbibed in a little
more liquor than he did, and that made us more vocal
izing than he, but he played the piano. He'd always play,
[singing] "Iowa, Iowa, down where the tall corn grows." What
ever that song is, he'd play that as a starter.

ARENA:

Do you recall that he had music, or did he play these
songs from memory?

GURLEY:

No, he played 'ern from memory.

ARENA:

By the way, whose piano was it, if you recall? Did
it belong to the horne? Was it a special setup where
the Navy had to • . •

I think some family in ottumwa loaned us the piano,
or gave us the piano. They gave us a lot of stuff.
They gave us all the draperies. Now, Mrs. T. Henry
They were the wealthiest people in town, the
Foster. •
Fosters were.

GURLEY:

ARENA:

And this was the Morrell Meat Packing Company Foster?

GURLEY:

Yeah, he was president or chairman of the board of
the Morrell Meat Packing Company.

ARENA:

They're still there, still in business.

GURLEY:

Yeah, Morrell is still there. Both Mrs. Foster and
T. Henry are dead. They have a daughter, I guess,
who is still living.

ARENA:

By the way, this is a bit off, but--and we're not
interested in this project in politics per se, the
President's life after 1945--DID the question of
politics corne up in any way, do you recall, in the sense that
he said what party he belonged to, or vote for this or that
fellow?
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GURLEY:

No.

ARENA:

Did you get the impression that he would some day
go into politics, as a matter of fact?

GURLEY:

I didn't have the least idea that he would.
I didn't
have the faintest idea. The first I knew that he was
in politics, I read in the paper where he was running
for representative against some woman here in Whittier, or that
area.

ARENA:

That was probably Mrs. [Helen Gahagan] Douglas, and
that's when he ran for the Senate, 1950. He ran for
congressman against a man, Jerry Voorhis.

GURLEY:

He was a congressman first.

ARENA:

We don't go into that in this project, but I was won
dering if he gave you the impression, at all, as
someone who would end up in politics?

Oh yeah, that's right.

GURLEY:

No, he never did. He tried to confine his life at
ottumwa, all during the time I knew him, to becoming
a better naval officer. He would study Navy books
to improve his position or to help his job along. He was always
for the Navy; I mean, he never seemed. • • • I never even heard
him talk like he was a lawyer. He told me he was a lawyer.
was going to say, did he have the occasion to prac
tice law at all?

ARENA:

I

GURLEY:

No.

ARENA:

Because your other executive officer took care of
that, the one who you had already, took care of •

GURLEY:

I had a legal officer, yes.

ARENA:

So he didn't have any of the legal problems other
than, as you say, acting as your administrative
assistant and running your office and your affairs.

GURLEY:

That's all. Oh, he might have had a few other jobs
that would be assigned to him, but none of them were
legal.
I tell you, the people around there weren't
very political. As a matter of fact, I wasn't either.
I didn't
pay any attention to politics. So I wouldn't know whether the
residents of Ottumwa were Democrats or Republicans, or what
they were.

ARENA:

How about his--if he did at all--speaking publicly,
say, with local service groups, or even any occasion
where he may have been a public speaker for any event,
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maybe something dealing with public relations? Did his ability
as a public speaker come out in any way, or any occasion to
notice it?
GURLEY:

I was trying to think of that.
did. I can't remember of any.

No, I don't think it

ARENA:

Then if you don't mind, let me be blunt, and as an
objective historian here ask, did he brown-nose you
or any of the other officers above him in any way?
In other words, you did use the term ambitious. Was he ambi
tious as the ordinary officer was ambitious, or was there any
thing special about his ambition that comes to mind? This
idea of his wanting to improve himself in the Navy, is that
what you mean, in the sense that • . .
GURLEY:

Yeah. Well, his main ambition was to get out in the
Pacific where the fighting was. That's what his main
purpose in life at ottumwa was.

ARENA:

Before we go into that, would you mind going into
how Mrs. Nixon got that job with Mr. von Schrader?

GURLEY:

Yeah, well, that's right. They lived in an apartment
house and Mrs. [Cora] Gurley and I went to visit them
a couple of times.

ARENA:

Did she actually cook for you and Mrs. Gurley? Was
it a supper-at-home occasion where you met with them,
or maybe just coffee and dessert, when you were in
their apartment?

GURLEY:

Oh, no, it was just an afternoon call. See, I had
over two hundred officers there, and they'd calIon
the commanding officer; I mean, that's Navy protocol.
When you report in, why you and your wife go around and pay
your respects to the commanding officer. Well then, we were
obligated to go around and return that calIon them. We'd do
it in the evening, cocktail hour, have a drink or something
like that, and then shove off. But we had about two hundred
officers. A lot of them, of course, lived in the Bachelor
Officers' Quarters. Those who were married, who had homes and
lived in homes or apartments, we always returned their calls.
But Dick didn't seem to have any aspirations to be a speaker
or to project himself in politics in any way. I never heard
him ever mentioning that.
ARENA:

without mentioning the names of some of the others,
were there officers, though, who did give you the
impression that they did want, maybe, to get more
attention than the average officer or more publicity?

GURLEY:

Oh, yeah. No, he never gave me that impression at
all. Why, as to Pat, she called Mrs. Gurley up one
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day or came to see her, I don't know which, and said that she
got lonesome around ottumwa living in this apartment, and Dick
wasn't there. He'd go to work at 8 o'clock in the morning.
He wouldn't get horne sometimes till 5 or 6 o'clock at night,
and she just got lonesome.
ARENA:

By the way, speaking of being out on duty, how many
evenings a week might he be on OD [Officer of the
Day] or guard duty, officer-of-the-day situation?

GURLEY:

On, not very often.
say.

ARENA:

He wouldn't be out every other evening, or anything
like that.

About once every two weeks, I'd

GURLEY:

Oh, no. But it was just during the daytime. And
these other wives, I guess, called her up and wanted
her to corne over and play bridge, maybe have poker
games, but she didn't care about that. She told Mrs. Gurley
she didn't care about that, that she would like to get a job
somewhere. And I guess she told Mrs. Gurley what her qualifi
cations were.

ARENA:

If you don't mind my asking, just to see how common
or uncommon that was, was that done by other officers'
wives?

GURLEY:

No, she was the only one.

ARENA:

About how many married officers, offhand, do you
recall there were, captain?

GURLEY:

Well, let's see; I had about two hundred officers
there. I I d say may be fifty or sixty were married.
So Mrs. Gurley said, "Well, I think I know somebody
that needs a secretary." And I think she'd heard von Schrader
talking a week or so before that that he'd like to get another
secretary. His secretary was leaving, or something, I don't
know what. So Mrs. Gurley told Pat, she said, "I'll speak to
Max von Schrader down at the bank, and I think that maybe he
can use you, give you a job." So Mrs. Gurley went and talked
to Max. We lived right next door to each other. He had a
beautiful big horne there. We had a nice horne, rented. So
Max said, "Sure. Send her. • . . Is she the wife of one of
Dorris' officers?" She said, "Yes, she is. Her name is Pat
Nixon." He said, "Well, tell her to corne down and see me and
I'll see what I can do for her." So Cora told Pat and Pat,
right off the bat she got the job. Max was overcome by her
intelligence and presence and capability and future capability.
He figured that she was a smart girl.
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ARENA:

Do you mind if I ask you, from your overall experi
ence with the Navy and as an officer, would she have
made a good Navy wife?

GURLEY:

Yes, she would have.

ARENA:

She had the qualities, from the standpoint of being a
social • • •

GURLEY:

Well, she had the qualities of fitting herself into
any particular class of society, too.

ARENA:

Were you aware that she had been a teacher, too?

Yeah, she would have.

GURLEY:

No. I didn't know too much about her. I knew a good
deal about Dick because I saw him every day and we
talked. But I don't remember him ever telling me
that she had been a teacher.

ARENA:

I don t know if this came up in the Navy but you may
know from reading about him since, that he and she
both appeared in amateur plays from time to time.
Did the base put on any plays for any reason? Did they keep
that interest in drama up? Were there any plays that came there?
I

GURLEY:

No, there weren't any while I was there.

ARENA:

But there were, as you say, the dances at the Navy
base.

GURLEY:

Yes.

ARENA:

By the way, in one of the newspapers, one of the camp
newspaper publications, it mentioned and showed pic
tures of [Lester R.] Les Brown. He and the President
knew each other at Duke [university] when the President was in
law school. I just wondered if you were there when Les Brown
came up and maybe the President introduced you to him, or did
that come up in any way, that he knew Les Brown, the bandleader?
GURLEY:

No.

ARENA:

Do you recall his coming there at the time? Do you
recall Les Brown being on your camp at the time?

GURLEY:

No, I don't.

ARENA:

This may have been before or after your time.

GURLEY:

Yeah, it might have been after. It couldn't have been
before, because I built the base. I went out there
when it was just a big corn field.
I had civil
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engineers and contractors and everything and built the base.
All the other air stations that the Navy built for their pro
motion of training naval aviators, all the buildings were built
of wood. But I found out that you could buy bricks just as
cheap as you could wood, and the brick masons around there were
no more expensive than carpenters.
ARENA:

So it was your decision to

GURLEY:

Yeah, it was my decision to build all these brick
buildings, see?

ARENA:

Captain, when was the last time you were on the base,
and how well do you think they've kept up; how well
have the buildings kept up?

GURLEY:

I guess it's been about five years since I was there.

ARENA:

Not too long ago, and the barracks are still there
and •

GURLEY:

Yeah, and the great big gYmnasium we had there with
the swimming pool in it, and • • •

ARENA:

Was that there while the President was there? Were
all the buildings completed while he was there?

GURLEY:

Yeah, they were all completed by the time he left.

ARENA:

Do you recall that he did engage in sports? Well,
I mentioned about the football, but did he go over
to the gYm regularly?

GURLEY:

Yeah, I remember him saying that he had a handball
game with somebody. He'd go down to the gYm and play
handball, but I don't recall him saying anything
about football. He used to come to the football games, but
• . • • The same as practically all of the officers and men.

ARENA:

Was there anything else about Pat Nixon, concerning
her work with Mr. von Schrader, or anything else,
before we go over to the point about the President's
departure for the South Pacific?

GURLEY:

No, I don't think so. She just got this job as
private secretary to Max von Schrader, and she really
enjoyed it, from all I learned. And Max enjoyed
having her, but I don't know what kind of work she did, or
anything. I don't know what a secretary does, in fact.
I
never had one.
ARENA:

Do you recall their expressing their appreciation to
you or Mrs. Gurley?
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GURLEY:

Oh, yes.

ARENA:

They knew that it was through you and Mrs. Gurley
that she obtained the position.

GURLEY:

Oh, yes.
in '68 to
had heard
we correspond quite
cards.

Oh, yes.

Well, as a matter of fact, when we were up
San Clemente [California], she asked if we
anything from Max von Schrader. And we do,
frequently, besides sending Christmas

ARENA:

Who is it whose wife is Opal, that comes to my mind?
I think it was Mr. Cook whose wife may have been Opal.
1 1 11 have to check that later. But you were dis
cussing off the tape, and it would be good to have that on the
record, about the Presidentls desire to get into action.
GURLEY:

Yes, that's right. That's one thing that I know more
than anything else, that he did everything that he
could to learn about the Navy and get out in the
Pacific and see if he could get into some action. Well, that
wasn't unusual, because almost all young officers want to get
out where the fightin' is. I know I did when I went in in
1917. I wanted to get over in Killingshome and do that night
bombing. But they wouldn't let me; they held me as an instructor.
Well, anyhow, he seemed to. • • • He spoke to me quite often
about whether there was any chance of getting on a carrier out
there. And I said, "Oh, I think there is, Dick. Next time I
go to Washington, "--1 used to fly to Washington about every
month--I said, "I'll speak to some of my friends there in the I
assignment department and see if they can't fix it up for you.'
And I did. And then pretty soon his orders came through and he
was assigned to this carrier, which was just what he wanted.
[Interruption]
ARENA:

As you were saying, you did try to get him assigned?

GURLEY:

Yes, thatls right. Got him assigned to a carrier,
but I can't think which one it was. I got my brother
assigned to the South Pacific and I got my nephew
assigned to the South Pacific. Can't think • • • • What was
that? Well, it was one of 'em. I was always going to Washing
ton. We held a lot of critiques, all different commanding offi
cers of all the bases. We had a lot of. . • . Oh, I imagine
we had. . . . In 1943, '44, they had ten, fifteen, oh, fifteen,
sixteen Naval Air Stations • • .
ARENA:

Allover the country.

GURLEY:

• training aviators, allover the country, Dallas
[Texas], Anacostia [Washington, D.C.], San Diego
[California]; oh, they had a lot of 'em.

ARENA:

As you know, the President ended up in the islands
for part of his Navy experience. Did you and he keep
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in touch, by any chance, and would you have any papers, just
for the historical record? Do you have any correspondence
that historians might be interested in seeing some day? Any
letters?
GURLEY:

No. I'll tell you, after he left ottumwa I was
assigned to Bunker Hill, Indiana, as commanding
officer, and that was a bigger base than ottumwa

was, and
ARENA:

Near what city is that Bunker Hill?

GURLEY:

We1~,

it's near Kokomo, Indiana; between Kokomo,
Indiana, and Peru, Indiana.
I was assigned as com
manding officer of that station. They called it
Bunker Hill because, well, the train stops at a little town
there, just a couple of buildings there. And that's where
they unloaded all of the stuff for the air station. It was
closer to the air station than Peru or Kokomo. And we lived
in Kokomo. They used to call the Naval Air Station Peru.
Then they changed it to. . • • Oh, what did I say i-t was?
Well, anyhow, I had lost all track of Dick. I never wrote
to him and he never wrote to me, until I heard he was running
for representative. And I wrote him a letter and gave him my
best wishes and hoped that he'd win out and get to be a repre
sentative. I couldn't vote for him, but I let him know that
I was thinking of him. Every time that he'd fly into San
Diego when he was running for the Senate or Vice President,
Mrs. Gurley and I'd go out to the airport and meet his plane.
And there'd be, maybe, two or three hundred people out there,
and we'd be in the crowd. All of a sudden he'd see me in the
crowd, and he'd say, "There's my old skipper, Dorris Gurley,
captain Gurley. Come on up here." And Cora. He liked my
wife real well, too. He'd get us up on the platform with him.
I remember he was making a speech out here one time at
Chula Vista [California] and we were sitting in the audience,
and he spotted me and he said, "There's my old skipper." He
always called me. • • •
"My first commanding officer out there.
Come on up here.
I want to see you and Cora." He got us up
there and introduced us to all of his political friends up
there. But that's the way he was, he was very nice. But while
he was out in the Pacific I never corresponded at all with him.
ARENA:

Is there anything else? I realize you have to make
an appointment, and this will be the last question:
Anything I have left out about that time when he was
on your base? Any question I have not asked or have not raised
that you want to bring up yourself?
GURLEY:

I understand what you mean, but it seems to me I've
just about covered everything. He was a very capable
and proficient officer. otherwise, I wou1dn't have
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recommended him to go out in the Pacific. Everybody liked
him. All the civilian people in town at the club. That was
about the only time that he would see the civilians was at
the club. They'd all gang around him and liked him. We made
him a short snorter one time. Do you know what a short snorter
is?
ARENA:
GURLEY:

As a matter of fact, I don't.
I've heard the expres
sion, but I don't know what it is.

Well, I don't know where it ever started, but if
you're in a crowd of people, male or female, you
say, "You a short snorter?" They say, "What's a
short snorter?" You say, "Well, give us a dollar bill and
we'll sign you and make you a short snorter." So they would
pullout a dollar bill, and whoever were short snorters around
the bar, or wherever we were, would sign it and make him a
short snorter, and he had to pay everyone that signed it a
dollar bill. If only one guy was making him a short snorter,
it only cost him a dollar. But it happened that with Dick
there were eleven of us, at the bar at the officers' club.
We said, "You want to be a short snorter?"
"Yeah," he said,
"I'd like to be a short snorter." We said, "Okay. You sign
my short . . • "

